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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
We are at least two weeks later than usual in
beginning the bulk of our corn planting this year; but
this reflects the later arrival of “spring-type” weather,
and heavier rainfall than in years. We’re still in
good shape for corn planting; and I expect to begin
seeing a few soybeans being planted as soon as fields
dry out. A lot of apprehension still exists, related to
escalating costs, seed quality, and the overall
economic situation.
Most corn will likely be planted within the
next two weeks; and will overlap with soybean
planting and the beginning of cotton planting. Quite
a few last-minute “adjustments” are being made in
planting intentions. We will only know what this
year’s crop mix will be when it’s all planted.
Wheat:

Early maturing varieties are almost in full
head, and most other fields will reach that stage
within a week or so. Then the critical pollination
period will begin. Those who had wheat last year
well remember the Easter freeze that damaged most
fields in the north half of the state. If we have a cool
period during pollination, we may have some nervous
people; but a repeat of last year’s experience is very
unlikely. The two nights with temperatures falling to
around 28 degrees F and staying there for several
hours will be very difficult to duplicate; but of course
anything is possible.
We have seen little cause for concern with
regard to insects and diseases in this area so far, with
only a few fields showing noticeable levels of aphids.
Greenbugs are showing up in low numbers; and we
need to continue scouting regularly since these
populations are expanding. Fields have fairly good
numbers of beneficials, and so far they seem to be
suppressing populations of aphids and greenbugs.
There is a scattering of leaf rust in a few
fields, and I expect that some may develop significant
levels within the next two weeks. Most of the rust
we’ve seen so far is on lower and mid-plant leaves,
with little if any in the upper portion of plants. The
upper leaves and flag leaf are critical for filling the
head and should be watched closely for diseases. As
for now, I feel we will escape the need for
widespread fungicide applications; however a few
fields may develop levels that will justify closer
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evaluation and possible treatment. Call if you need
help.
Drainage has continued to be the big
problem in wheat. Some fields with severe drainage
issues will likely produce significantly lower yields
as a result; however well drained fields are
developing well and should yield well. Late
applications of ammonium sulfate have at least
improved the appearance of some of the poorly
drained areas; and I hope this will translate into
improved yields. Sloping fields in the Hills have
fared best during the wet weather, and I expect these
fields to yield very well. Delta fields have suffered
most, with clay soils in low areas showing the worst
development. Somehow, we need to improve
drainage if we are to continue growing wheat on
these soils.
Corn:

We’ve had a week of good planting
conditions for corn, and I estimate that something
like 60 percent of the intended corn acreage in this
area has been planted. A few people are almost
finished, while others were just starting when the
rains arrived. We’re still within the desirable period
for planting corn, and the fields that are planted now
will likely reach the silk and tassel stage in early July
when we normally receive our mid-summer rains.
This proved to be generally true again last year, even
though some localities failed to receive rain during
that period. Growing dryland corn is risky business,
with this being one way to reduce the risk; however
it’s certainly not absolute.
A lot of corn is being planted without tillage
this year, mainly as a way to hold down fuel costs. A
few people who have not attempted to no-till corn
before are trying it this year. It is not without
challenges, however; and we are learning a lot about
setting planters and row cleaners. This is the way we
learn, and hopefully we will feel more confident in
using this method in the future. If costs continue to
rise we will have to do more of this, and learn to
solve the problems associated with it.
It seems that most of the seed corn this year
is treated with an insecticide in addition to
fungicides. A few growers are also adding in-furrow
insecticides, especially in fields that have been in

continuous corn for several years. Growers who have
used this practice for the past year or two have seen
good results from the additional protection.
From what I have seen so far, it seems that
most people have finally accepted the idea that corn
has to be planted at the correct depth for best results.
A few localized field areas were getting almost too
dry for no-till planting prior to the rain; but as
planters return to fields this problem should be solved
by a fresh supply of surface moisture.
Fertilization has been a big question this
year as the result of extremely high cost for all of the
major nutrients. Liming has been done in many
situations as a means to make more of the existing
nutrients available to the crop. Lime seems to be the
best economic choice since it can improve the
availability of nutrients already present. Rates of P
and K have been reduced somewhat below
“recommended” levels, especially in fields with
existing high soil test levels. Decisions like this are
difficult because we are deviating from our normal
methods; however I feel the logic is sound and that
our yields will validate this if rainfall is adequate.
The problem will however arrive in following years
since we will draw down some of the soil reserve
built up in recent years. I don’t like this kind of
thinking either; but I would rather have 80 percent of
the “recommended” rate than none. We may not be
able to afford pushing our crops to the top of the
fertilizer response curve with costs at these high
levels.
Cotton:

It looks like cotton will bring up the rear
again this year, with intended plantings slowly
sinking. The last figure I saw for Mississippi was
around 420,000 acres; but that number is still
questionable in light of delayed corn planting and
questionable soybean seed supplies. Final planting
numbers could increase if cotton becomes the crop of
last resort. It’s really strange to look at the recent
price spike, and then read statements from industry
people that suggest it will be difficult to actually get
anyone to buy our cotton at these prices. I’ve always
assumed that when market quotations reach a given
price level, then someone is willing to pay the quoted
price; but then that’s what I get for assuming.
I’m not going to spend much time on cotton
in this letter since there are so many unknown factors
floating around. Hopefully the smoke will clear
soon, and we can begin to formulate final plans for
planting what may be the smallest cotton crop in
more years than any of us can recall.

Soybeans:
We are getting behind on preparations for
planting soybeans. Rain-soaked fields and high
winds have prevented the application of burndown
products. And even if we chose to prepare fields
with tillage we could not do it. We are rapidly
approaching the mid-to-late-April planting window
that has proven so dependable through the years; but
if we remain wet and windy we may go past that
period without planting a lot of soybean acres. We
all know, however, that we have a lot of built in
flexibility with soybeans, even though the past few
years of good yields have taught us the advantage of
April plantings for Group 4 and 5 varieties.
Just as a reminder, be certain to inoculate
soybean seed planted in fields with no soybean
history, and I suggest you also inoculate seed to be
planted in fields that have only been out of beans for
a year or two. Be very careful with inoculant
products, since they are living cultures. As living
organisms, the Rhizobium bacteria contained in
inoculants are susceptible to bad storage conditions,
especially overheating. Verify that the inoculant is
fresh according to the date on the package, and that it
has been stored in cool conditions prior to purchase.
Then do your part by storing it in a cool place until
use; but do not freeze it. When you go to the field to
plant, store the inoculant in a cool place, and avoid
leaving it in a vehicle or on the hot surface of a truck
or supply trailer. Keep it healthy so that it can
perform best for you. Soybean’s ability to supply its
own nitrogen is one of the main reasons we are
planting soybeans; without good inoculants that
advantage may be lost.
There has been a lot said about the soybean
seed situation this year, some of it by me. Some
statements have been “common-sense” type
information, and some have been very much indepth. All of us could probably have saved our
breath by just telling you to be aware of the fact that
some seed are lower in quality than usual, and to be
sure you “understand” the seed you are about to
plant. You as experienced farmers can do the rest of
the job of computing seeding rates, allowing for plant
compensation, and considering the known
capabilities of your land. The real challenge is to
assemble accurate information about the seed you
actually receive from the dealer. When you’ve
accomplished that, you will know what to do.
Seed Quality:
Mississippi State University was for many
years the center of excellence in Seed Technology.
Without stretching the fact at all, the Seed
Technology Laboratory was a “world-class” facility
for learning and research. The old “twin towers”

